Social position and competition in laboratory rats.
Two experiments with rats as subjects are described, which control for social position, i.e., relative dominance/submission, in an appetitive social learning-performance setting. The results indicate that animals that perform quite effectively when alone exhibit significantly reduced levels of responding when placed into a social environment. The severity of the response decrement is, at least in part, a function of the relative social position of the subjects involved. A dominant male made few responses when paired with another dominant male. Yet, a dominant subject made even fewer responses when paired with a submissive subject, which bar pressed at approximately half the individual level. These findings are interpreted as suggesting that social position, with its accompanying characteristic form of aggression, is an important determinant of performance in a social learning environment.